City of Signages, or Learning from Shopfronts: Tracing the Commercial Surface on Streetscapes of Berlin, Yokohama, and Sydney by Williams, Christian Cameron
Christian Cameron Williams
Doctor of Philosophy, 2019
CITY OF SIGNAGES,  OR LEARNING FROM SHOPFRONTS: 
TRACING THE COMMERCIAL SURFACE ON STREETSCAPES OF 
BERLIN,  YOKOHAMA,  AND SYDNEY.
Joint PhD Program: University of Technology Sydney and Technische Universität Berlin
Primary Supervisor: Professor Charles Rice
Secondary Supervisor: Dr Thomas Lee
TUB Supervisor: Professor Stefanie Bürkle

CIT Y OF S IGNAGES |  C C  W I L L I A MS  |  CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP
CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP
I, Christian Williams declare that this thesis, is submitted in fulfilment of the requirements 
for the award of Doctor of Philosophy, in the Faculty of Design, Architecture, Building at the 
University of Technology Sydney.
This thesis is wholly my own work unless otherwise reference or acknowledged. In addition, I 
certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the thesis.
I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a degree nor has it
been submitted as part of the requirements for a degree at any other academic institution except
as fully acknowledged within the text. This thesis is the result of a Collaborative Doctoral
Research Degree program with the Technische Universität Berlin.
This research is supported by the Australian Government Research Training Program.
Signature:
Date: June 20, 2019.
|   PAGE i
Production Note:
Signature removed prior to publication.
PAGE i i |
CIT Y OF S IGNAGES |  C C  W I L L I A MS  |  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I would like to acknowledge and thank the University of Technology for allowing me to enter into this 
grand endeavour, and for fostering an interdisciplinary and innovative workplace. This thesis was made 
possible through the support of a UTS Faculty of Design Architecture and Building Commonwealth 
Scholarship. I would like to extend my appreciation to the Professor Stefanie Bürkle and Technische 
Universität Berlin for accepting the challenge of integrating this program, and their assistance during 
my stay in Berlin. In particular, I would like to mention the support of Johannes Moes from TU-Doc 
Doctoral and Post Doctoral Services, and Evelina Skurski from the Büro für Internationales, Office of 
International Affairs.
I would like to thank my supervisors Professor Charles Rice and Dr Tom Lee for their consistent and 
thorough feedback and support and for inspiring me to be a better academic, for keeping me on track, 
and for keeping me going.
Thankyou to my wonderful colleagues Alyssa Choat, Sven Mehzoud, Campbell Drake, Lin Wei, 
Georgina Hibberd, Chris Bamborough, Tom Rivard, and Evelyn Kwok for sharing your sharp minds 
and encouragement. I am eternally indebted to Tonkin Zulaikha Greer Architects, in particular, Tim 
Greer and Jeremy Hughes, for believing in me and starting me on this path. I would like to acknowledge 
Professor Thea Brejzek and Professor Lawrence Wallen for their formative role in this doctorate. 
Thanks to Dr Christina Houen of Perfect Words Editing for copy editing parts of this thesis, according 
to the guidelines of the university and of the Institute of Professional Editors (IPEd).
Thanks to Mum for your editing support, and love to Jan & Ray for your constant and consistent 
support in every way possible. To Olive and Sadie, my beautiful daughters who have 'kept it real', 
thankyou for reminding me of the wider world around my PhD bubble and for loving me even when my 
head was in a pile of books. 
And finally, and most importantly, this thesis has only been possible because of Ulysses who has been 
my emotional rock, and my accomplice, throughout this crazy journey through the 'city of signages'. 
|    PAGE i i i
PAGE iv |
CIT Y OF S IGNAGES |  C C  W I L L I A MS  |  HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT
HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT
Reading
This A4 document is set-up to be viewed as double-sided spreads. The document should be read on 
screen with Adobe Acrobat and set up with facing-pages seen next to one another (even numbers on the 
left, odd numbers on the right).
All images that form part of the streetscape documentation are high-resolution images. The reader is 
encouraged to zoom into the document for detailed views of these images.
Printing
If you wish to print this document, please do so in full colour. When printing this document from 
Adobe Acrobat please make sure you select the option for double sided printing per the image below and 
always start printing from an odd number.
 
Full-sized Documentation
The following supporting documentaiton is also available to download or view online.
- Larger sized streetscape montages and accompanying coding that provide more detailed views.
- Film versions of the Berlin and Yokohama streetscapes which provide a continuous view of the 
streetscapes. 
To access these files, please click HERE to be redirected to a Google Drive (no log in required). 
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ABSTRACT
Shopfronts and their signage represent almost all commercial premises: from cheap diners to high-end 
restaurants, from convenience stores to franchises and the megastores of global brands. They are an 
omnipresent expression of the urban visage and the backdrop to the everyday performance of the urban 
streetscape. Yet, the agency of shopfronts and shopfront signage has been neglected in material and 
spatial interpretations of the urban condition. Within dominant discourses on the architectonics of the 
urban surface, they are considered to be a false, f lat or superficial cloaking of the real nature of the city. 
They are viewed as an aesthetic conundrum, a tragedy of the commons, and even, an outrage. 
This research explores the problem of the neglected yet omnipresent fabric of shopfronts, how their 
signage can be studied, and what their study can contribute to current architectural discourse on the 
everyday city. It encompasses a re-examination of their formation within the pages of urban history 
and on the commercial streetscapes of modern cities. The research is informed by a background in 
architecture and environmental graphics and further seeks to harness interdisciplinary approaches 
from sociology, visual communications, material and consumer studies. Historiographic and empirical 
forms of analysis are combined to interrogate and illustrate if and how the present-day architectonics of 
shopfront signage have been shaped by local, cultural, and architectural logics. 
The thesis is structured in two parts. The first part of the research contributes a spatial history of 
commercial signage which explores a series of shifting currents between architects, designers, sign 
makers, advertisers, urban planners and artists and their relationship with the cultural, economic and 
physical fabric of the street and city. The spatial history forms an armature for the second part of the 
thesis which involves an empirical study of shopfront signage on continuous four-kilometre streetscapes 
of three cities – Berlin, Yokohama, and Sydney. The empirical method combines extensive photographic 
fieldwork, detailed content analysis, and data visualisation, to investigate the patterns and tendencies 
that can be found within data-thick, socio-spatial readings of the material and socio-spatial agency of 
shopfronts and the way they dress the city.
The detailed and contrasting encounters with commercial streetscapes, and their visualisation, make 
explicit the importance of the shopfront as an urban category and offer a way of reconceiving the urban 
surface to account for the significant morphological contribution of everyday commercial architectonics.
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